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The expectation for older people to volunteer has increased, and
married Americans are more likely to volunteer. Drawing on life
course and couple decision-making theories, this research examines mid- and later life American couples' volunteer patterns.
Ninety-five (95) couples are analyzed to determine characteristics
of three groups of couples-both volunteer, neither volunteer, or
only one spouse volunteers. Multinomial logistic regression comparing all couples simultaneously finds significant diferences.
Couples with no volunteers are more likely to report lower joint
marital satisfaction and at least one spouse out of the labor force
than couples where one spouse volunteers. Couples who have both
spouses volunteer are more likely to have a husband with a traditional gender role ideology than those where only one spouse
volunteers. Caregiving has no impact on couple volunteering.
This paper addresses implications for volunteer recruitment.
Key words: volunteer, couples, mid-life, later life, life course

Volunteering in the United States goes hand-in-hand with
family. A recent survey by the American Association of Retired
Persons (AARP) found 56% of respondents 45 and older report
participating in volunteering activities together with family
members (Kutner & Love, 2003). Volunteers are more likely to
be married (Independent Sector, 2001b), and married people
are more likely to volunteer (Chambr6, 1984; Cnaan & Cwikel,
1992; Independent Sector, 2001b; Wilson, 2000). As they enter
mid-life and retirement healthier than ever before (Moen &
Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, September 2010, Volume XXXVII, Number 3
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Wethington, 1999) older Americans are expected to be today's
and tomorrow's volunteers (Chambrd, 1993; Seavey, 2005). And
because 72% of Baby Boomers are married (Russell, 2001), research into the characteristics related to volunteering patterns
of mid- and later life American couples becomes appropriate.
The documented expectation that Americans who are retired
or in the later stages of life should volunteer (Chambr6, 1993;
Seavey, 2005; Smith, 2004) is joined by an actual demand for
volunteers (Harootyan, 1996; Jirovec &Hyduk, 1998; Minear &
Crose, 1996). Many nonprofit organizations depend upon older
people to complete their mission, either by elders serving each
other (e.g. the Shepherd's Center), by providing intergenerational contact (e.g. Foster Grandparents) or mobilizing retirees from a specific employer (e.g. National Retirees Volunteer
Coalition).
But these expectations that retirees will provide the needed
volunteer labor appear unrealistic. No evidence exists that volunteering rates are higher for retirees than their working age
mates. Caro and Bass (1997) and Moen and Fields (2002) found
that retirement is not associated with higher volunteering rates,
and Chambr6 (1984,1987) and Einolf (2009) determined retirees
were actually less likely to volunteer than their working counterparts. If retirement status is unable to predict volunteering,
how then should we investigate later-life volunteering?
This inquiry puts forward the concept that the most fruitful research would focus not solely on the retirement status of
an individual, but rather on the interconnectedness between
work, volunteering, and family, especially the linked lives of
spouses (Moen & Wethington, 1999). Only recently have a
small number of researchers begun to investigate volunteering at the household level for any family (Garcia & Marcuello,
2002; Hook, 2004) or older couple households explicitly. Moen,
Fields, Meador, & Rosenblatt (2000) provide anecdotal evidence that older couples, especially those where one spouse is
retired, are interested in volunteering as a way to spend time
together. Butricia, Johnson, and Zedlewski (2009) found volunteers in the Health and Retirement Survey who are married
to volunteers are least likely to stop volunteering. Kulik (2002)
found Israeli couples stated volunteering had beneficial effects
on their marriages and that volunteering behavior varied
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according to the working/retired configuration of the couple.
It is telling that retirement/working status is intertwined with
volunteering in older couples as both activities revolve around
decisions of time allocation that affect the entire household.
Whereas household-level decision-making research in the
past concentrated on time spent in employment or household
chores, it now extends couple decision-making theory to encompass helping work such as volunteering and caregiving
(Hook, 2004; Wilson, 2000). Hook (2004) found time spent in
helping work is related to the time the household allocated
to other activities, with women more likely to allocate time to
helping work than men. Another study considering a household model of volunteering behavior found decision-making
at the household level related to time allocation between volunteering, leisure, and work (Garcia & Marcuello, 2002).
This project integrates couple decision-making with volunteering in mid- and later life American couples by employing
both couple decision-making and life course theories. Couple
decision-making theory conceptualizes that spousal behaviors
occur within a broader context of gendered norms, social expectations and marital power relationships (Hook, 2004; Kulik,
1999; Moen & Wethington, 1999; Slevin & Wingrove, 1995;
Szinovacz & Davey, 2004). Life course theory situates volunteer behaviors within the dynamics of the couples' jointly lived
experience rather than looking at individuals' volunteering in
isolation (Matras, 1994; Wilson, 2000). Spouses' lives, roles, and
decisions are interdependent (Han & Moen, 1999; Moen, Kim,
& Hofmeister, 2001; Smith & Moen, 1998, 2004) with prior experiences shaping subsequent choices (George, 1993; Henretta,
O'Rand, & Chan, 1993; Moen & Wethington, 1999). Life course
theory also maintains that the importance of a life event is established not solely by the age at which it occurs, but also by
its relationship to one's life history of paid work, family, volunteering, and caregiving (Ekerdt, Kosloski, & DeViney, 2000).
For instance, retiring more than five years before one's spouse
not only impacts one's work trajectory, but one's family trajectory as well.
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Conceptual Model
A coherent conceptual model to investigate couples' volunteering behavior incorporates these two theories. Life
course theory, with its emphasis on linked lives, assumes joint
decision-making within a married couple and that prior decision-making within the couple will affect current decisions.
Couple decision-making theory posits preferences, attitudes,
and behaviors of an individual member of the couple cannot
be assumed to influence or be influenced by the same characteristics that impact joint perceptions of the couple to which
they belong. This theory would suggest research must consider husbands' and wives' behaviors and perceptions as distinct from each other, and that these individual behaviors and
perceptions also differ from the couples' joint attitudes and
behaviors. Using a similar conceptual model including life
course and couple decision-making theories, Smith & Moen
(2004) found evidence that the couple's joint perception of
retirement satisfaction varied in statistically significant ways
from each spouse's individual perception with gender differences being important. An analysis of 241 couples found
that while retired wives and retired husbands in the sample
reported similar levels of retirement satisfaction there were

statistically significant disparities in the retirement satisfaction of their spouses and of the joint retirement satisfaction for
the couples. For spouses individually, the husband of a retired
wife was more likely to be satisfied with her retirement than
the wife of a retired husband was satisfied with his retirement.
Analysis at the couple level determined that the couple's joint
satisfaction with the retiree's retirement was more likely to be
associated with couples composed of a retired wife and her

husband than with couples of a retired husband and his wife.
These differences indicate the utility of investigating couples'
perceptions individually and jointly; the current project continues this strand of research. This model allows us to answer

the following research questions: Is it possible to distinguish
between different couple volunteering patterns? If so, which
factors are related to each pattern?

Because of limited research in the area of couple volunteering, the conceptual model also draws from research
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on individual volunteering behavior of mid- and later life
individuals to see if and/or how they may relate to couples'
patterns; other research into altruistic behaviors have also used
this approach (Lee, Piliavin, & Call, 1999). Following couple
decision-making theory, this model incorporates both individual and couple variables (Miller, Shain, & Pasta, 1991; Smith
& Moen, 1998, 2004; Szinovacz & Davey, 2004; Szinovacz,
DeViney, & Davey, 2001) which divide the characteristics of interest into four types: control variables, individual characteristics, couple characteristics, and life course placement.
Control Variables
Research has given us a clear picture of the typical American
volunteer. People with higher education are more likely to volunteer (Caro & Bass, 1995, 1997; Chambrd, 1984, 1987; Clary,
Snyder, & Stukas, 1996; Cutler & Hendricks, 2000; Goss, 1999;
Kutner & Love, 2003; Okun, 1993; Penner, 2002). Better physical and mental health enhances volunteering with limitations
due to poor health being negatively related (Caro & Bass, 1995,
1997; Chambr6, 1987, 1993; Cutler & Hendricks, 2000; Jirovec
& Hyduk, 1998; Okun, 1993). And people who have a religious
affiliation and strong spiritual beliefs also report an increased
level of volunteering (Becker & Dhingra, 2001; Kutner & Love,
2003; Okun, 1993; Penner, 2002; Perry, 1983).
Individual Characteristics
There are other individual characteristics in the literature
that have been shown to affect voluntarism but not with as
much empirical support as the control variables. The literature
is unclear how age impacts volunteering, particularly during
mid-life when the transition from work to retirement becomes
relevant. After age 55, increased age is negatively related to
volunteering (Chambrd, 1987; Clary et al., 1996; Independent
Sector, 1996, 1998, 1999, 2001a). Yet, there has been some
success in increasing voluntarism among older people over the
past quarter century (Chambr6, 1993); Goss (1999) found the
"frequency of volunteering by people older than 60 has risen
steadily since the mid-1970s ... (p. 408)."

Some studies find women are more likely to volunteer than
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men (Caro & Bass, 1995; Chambrd, 1984; Independent Sector,
2001a; Wilson, 2000), but others find no differences based on
gender (Cutler & Hendricks, 2000; Goss, 1999; Hook, 2004).
Rather than merely gender per se, it may be that volunteering
behaviors are influenced by an individual's gender role ideology-what one considers appropriate activities for men and
women. This may be particularly salient for married couples.
Husbands who have a traditional gender role ideology may see
themselves as the "head of the family" and therefore feel the
need to set a good example. Research has found that husbands
and fathers who espouse a traditional gender role ideology are
often as involved, if not more involved, in their children's activities than fathers who have a more modem gender role ideology, which they show by volunteering to be soccer coaches
or Boy Scout leaders; often this is related to being a member of
a religious community (Wilcox & Bartkowski, 1999). There has
been no prior research to determine if this relationship between
volunteering and gender role ideology continues through midlife and beyond.
Couple Characteristics
Income is often considered a household characteristic.
Those with financial worries are less likely to volunteer (Goss,
1999) and those with greater income are more likely to volunteer (Chambr6, 1993; Jirovec & Hyduk, 1998; Okun, 1993;
Perry, 1983). Marital satisfaction influences behaviors in later
life (Szinovacz & DeViney, 2000). Decision-making history has
been found to influence the individual and joint experiences
of older couples (Smith & Moen, 2004), so perceptions of the
balance of decision-making power between husband and wife
may come into play. Decision-making also has a gendered
component to it; research has repeatedly confirmed gathering
data from both spouses and looking at those data individually
as well as jointly is critical to full understanding of the essence
of the couple (Dentinger & Clarkberg, 2002; Moen et al., 2001;
Smith & Moen, 1998, 2004).
Life CoursePlacement
Decisions on how to spend time, while not unique to midand later life couples, tend to weigh more heavily on this

Volunteer Patterns of Couples

137

group than Americans at other life stages as the planning for
or the actual transition to retirement becomes prominent, if
not dominant, at this stage (Ekerdt et al., 2000). Additionally,
caregiving often takes on greater importance during mid-life
(Moen, Robison, & Fields, 1994; Szinovacz et al., 2001) as an activity which may compete with volunteering for the time that
is "left over" after attending to job and household responsibilities (Hook, 2004).
Design and Methods
Data come from The Study of Mid-life, a mail survey of
randomly selected heads of households aged 50-64 living in
a mid-sized Midwestern city. The self-administered questionnaire gathered information on demographics, voluntarism,
and retirement. Measures were drawn from sources such as
the Health and Retirement Survey (Juster & Suzman, 1995), the
Quality of Employment Survey (Quinn & Staines, 1979), and
the Cornell Retirement and Well-Being Study (Moen, 1996).
The final sample size is 323 for a response rate of 52.5%.
The unit of analysis for this study is the couple. Ninetyeight spouses completed a smaller questionnaire (a response
rate of 61%, as 161 of the 323 were married). Three same-sex
couples were excluded for a final sample of 190 individuals in
95 husband-wife pairs.
Of the 190 respondents, approximately 91.1% are white,
3.7% are black, 1% are Native or Asian American, and 1.6%
Hispanic. Average age of the sample is 55.5 years with a range
of 40.6 to 66.2; one-third of the sample (32.1%) falls into the
baby boomer cohort with the balance of the sample at the tailend of the previous cohort. Mean hours worked per week is
42.5 hours. Over three-fourths, 147 (77.4%) are working, with
24 (12.6%) retired, and 19 (10%) other/laid-off/disabled/
homemaker. The average length of marriage is 24.5 years with
a range between 2.5 and 46.4 years; this is the first marriage
for both spouses in half (52.6%) of the couples. Just over half
(53.2%) have volunteered in the last two years, in line with national averages of 50.3% for the 55-64 age group (Independent
Sector, 1998, 1999).
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Dependent Variable
Due to the nature of the question asked in the survey, volunteering is defined in this analysis as allocating time to a
formal organization only. "Currently volunteering" is coded
one (1) if the individual respondent indicates volunteering in
the last two years. The dependent variable created from this information has four possible configurations: (1) neither spouse
volunteers; (2) the husband volunteers; (3) the wife volunteers;
or (4) both spouses volunteer. Due to the small numbers in the
husband-only and wife-only groups, these two are combined.
Independent Variables
Control Variables
The range of the original education variable is between
1 = some high school and 5 = graduate/professional school.

The measure used collapses the sample into less than college
(coded 0) and college graduate or more (coded 1). The physical health measure is the response to the question: "On a scale
of 0 to 10, where 10 represents a person in the very best health
and 0 represents a person with very serious health problems,
which number indicates how your health has been lately?" To
represent mental health, this study uses the age-appropriate 7item "attitude toward own aging" subscale of the Philadelphia
Geriatric Morale Scale (Lawton, 1972) with the respondent answering yes or no to questions such as: "Things keep getting
worse as I get older" (No = 1/0) and "I have as much pep as
I did last year" (Yes = 0/1). The scores were summed. The
Chronbach's alpha is .76, indicating an acceptable level of reliability. Involvement with a religious group also is related to
volunteering. A respondent indicating religious activity attendance twice a month or more is coded 1, with all others coded
0. Another item captures the importance (coded 1) or unimportance (coded 0) of self-reported spiritual beliefs.
Personal Characteristics
The age of the respondents is included because the relationship between age and volunteering rates is unclear. To ascertain what, if any, gendered aspects there are to volunteer
behavior, a gender role ideology scale is included. It sums the
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scores of four questions concerning roles at home and work
(Moen, 1996). With respect to gender role ideology, those with
high scores are labeled "modern," and those with low scores
are labeled "traditional." A Chronbach's alpha of .74 indicates
acceptable reliability.
Couple Characteristics
For household income, respondents chose an income range
that indicates their current situation; the household is then assigned the midpoint of the scale. Marital satisfaction is captured with the item, "All things considered, how satisfied are
you with your marriage?" Individuals' responses could range
from completely satisfied to not at all satisfied. A joint satisfaction variable sums the scores of both spouses with higher
scores for all measures representing a greater level of marital
satisfaction. The couple decision-making measure comes from
Huber and Spitze (1983) and assesses the amount of relative
power the respondent perceives in decisions surrounding the
amount of time the couple spends together. Possible responses
are: (1) you have much more say; (2) you have more say; (3)
you and your spouse have equal say; (4) your spouse has more
say; and (5) your spouse has much more say. A high value indicates one thinks one's spouse has more say. A joint measure
that indicates the spouses agree on whomever has more say is
also included in the analyses, because agreement on the perception of who has more power in this area of decision-making
might carry more weight than an individual spouse's own perception. Other questionnaire items ascertain marriage length
and whether or not it is the first marriage for husband, wife,
or both.
Life Course Placement
Being a caregiver is often salient at this stage of the life
course when possibly both children and elderly parents are
in need of assistance. Respondents self-report their caregiver
status by indicating that they have responsibilities for persons
who live with their household or who live somewhere else. In
addition, time allocation decisions vary tremendously based
on whether one is employed for pay, or retired, or "other"
(laid-off, disabled, homemaker, student, etc.). For 18 couples,
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Table 1. Variable Descriptions
Variable
Dependent Variable
Couple volunteer patterns
Neither spouse volunteers
Only one spouse volunteers
Both spouses volunteer
ControlVariables
Gender
0=Female
1=Male
Education (A college degree or more)
Husband's Education
Wife's Education
Both Education
Subjective Health,
Husband's Health
Wife's Health
Both Health
Attitude toward Agig
Husband's Attitude
Wife's Attitude
Both Attitude
Religious attendancec
Husband's Attendance
Wife's Attendance
Both attendance
Spiritual beliefsd
Husband's Spirituality
Wife's Spirituality
Both Spirituality
Personal Characteristics
January 1999 Age
Husband's Age
Wife's age
Gender role ideology,
Husband's ideology
Wife's ideology
Couple Characteristics

% (n)

M (SD)

Range

7.64(1.78)
7.7 (1.99)
15.44 (2.96)

3-10
0-100
5-20

5.52 (1.62)
5.30 (1.93)
10.82 (2.88)

1-7
0-7
2-14

56.41 (4.83)
54.60 (5.12)

40.6-66.2
41.0-64.9

3.71 (.78)
3.83 (.97)

1.5-5
1-5

$87,727
($39,030)

$12,500$150,000

4.31 (.83)
4.17 (.86)
8.48(1.48)

1-5
1-5
2-10

3.08(.613)
2.93 (.688)

1-5
1-5

24.64 (11.29)

2.64-46.40

30.1% (28)
33.3% (31)
36.6% (34)
50%
50%
68.4% (64)
58.9% (56)
51.6% (49)

43.2% (41)
52.6% (50)
41.1% (39)
42.1% (40)
56.8% (54)
33.7% (32)

Household income
Marital satisfactionf
Husband's Satisfaction
Wife's Satisfaction
Both Satisfaction
Decision-making on time spent togethers
Husband's Decision-Making
Wife's Decision-Making
Both Agree on who has more say
69.5% (66)
First Marriage
Husband's First Marriage
66.3% (63)
Wife's First Marriage
66.3% (63)
Both First Marriage
52.6% (50)
Years Married
Life Course Placement
Caregiver
Husband's Caregiving
30.5% (29)
Wife's Caregiving
446.3% (44)
Both Caregiving
20.0% (19)
Retirement/work status
Both working
63.2% (60)
Only one working
28.4% (27)
Npithpr wnrkina
8.4% (8)

'10= Very best health; b7= Great attitude; cTwo or more times a month; d Very important to daily life; e5 = Modem, 1 = Traditional; f5 = Completely satisfied; s1 = Self
has more say, 3 = Equal, 5 = Spouse has more say.
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at least one spouse indicates doing something other than
working for pay but not describing themselves as retired. The
couples in which at least one spouse indicates being retired
or "other" are considered "not working" and coded zero (0)
while couples where both work for pay are coded one (1). See
Table 1 for descriptions of the sample.
Analytic Strategy

Analyses explore which characteristics are related to the
three possible couple volunteering groups: (1) no one volunteers (NV); (2) only one spouse volunteers (OSV); or (3) both
spouses volunteer (BV). Multivariate analyses determine which
covariates contribute the most to the model's ability to predict
membership in a particular group. To maintain theoretical consistency and allow comparisons across analyses, identical covariates are used in all multivariate analyses. Keeping with the
conceptual model, at least one variable from each of the four
types of independent variables is included in the full model.
Because of the relatively small sample size, it is necessary
to be judicious in the number of covariates in the regression
model. Extensive bivariate statistical and other preliminary
analyses were conducted to get a more thorough understanding of the relationships among the independent variables
themselves and between the independent variables and the
dependent variable. It was determined the covariates best
suited for inclusion in the multivariate model are: wife's age
(control), husband's gender role ideology (personal characteristics), wife's time-allocation decision-making feelings (couple
characteristics), joint marital satisfaction (couple characteristics), and joint working status (life course placement).
It is beyond the scope of this article to present all bivariate results; however, due to the inclusion of the unique variable "husband's gender role ideology" in the multivariate
model, a discussion of the process by which it was decided
to include it is warranted. There is a relatively large negative
correlation between husband's attendance at religious services
and husband's gender role ideology (correlation coefficient =
-.34, p <; .01) meaning that frequent attendance at services is
related to a more traditional gender role ideology. So to avoid
issues of multicollinearity in the model and due to previous
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literature indicating these concepts are related, it was necessary to choose only one of the two to include in the final model.
Focusing on the absolute values, the religious attendance variable was more highly correlated with the dependent variable
(.32, p:!.01) than the gender role ideology (-.25, p! .05), therefore to avoid overlap between a covariate and the dependent
variable, the variable the least correlated with the dependent
variable, gender role ideology, was included as a covariate in
the model.
Two binary logistic regressions are used to predict membership in the two groups in which couples display "congruent"
behavior: (1) couples where no one volunteers (NV) compared
to the others and (2) couples where both spouses volunteer
(BV) compared to the others. Multinomial logistic regression
is then employed to determine if differences exist between
an even more detailed division of couple patterns-couples
where only one spouse volunteers (OSV) and the NV and BV
couples. Two advantages to using the multinomial logistic regression include the opportunity to compare the OSV couples
with each of the other two groups simultaneously (Long, 1997)
as well as the advantage of using the power of the full sample
(n=93) when determining the traits that establish membership
in the three groups.
For the two binary logistic regressions, five models are estimated: (1) control variables only; (2) personal characteristics
only; (3) couple characteristics only; (4) life course placement
variables only; and (5) the full model with control, personal
characteristics, couple characteristics, and life course placement variables. For the multinomial regression, only the full
model is reported. The logged odds are presented in the tables
as they are more easily interpreted than logistic regression coefficients. Because of the originality of investigating couple
volunteering behavior, both covariates statistically significant
(p .05) and those trending toward significance (p .10) are
reported and discussed.
Results
The couples fall into three groups of roughly equal size:
neither spouse volunteers (NV) in 30.1% of the couples (n=28),
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both spouses volunteer (BV) in 36.6% of the couples (n=34),
and only one spouse volunteers in 33.3% of the couples (n=31).
The wife volunteers in 20 out of 31 of the OSV couples. The
ability to conduct inferential statistical analysis is enhanced by
this fairly even distribution of the sample.
Table 2. Binary Logistic Regression Comparing NV Couples vs. BV
& OSV Couples
Variables

Model 1

Control Variables
Husband's education
Husband's attitude
toward aging
Personal characteristics

Model 2

Hosmer Lemeshow
goodness of fit
-2 log likelihood
Model chi square
model df
N

Model 4

Full
Model 5
.32t
(-1.13)
.83
(-.19)

.38t
(-.96)
.80
(-.23)

1.13t
(.12)
1.64
(.49)

1.16**
(.15)
1.41
(.34)

Wife's age
Husband's gender
ideology
Couple characteristics
Wife's decision-making
on time spent together
Combined marital
satisfaction
Life course placement
Both working
Constant

Model 3

2.26t
(.82)
.59*
(-.53)

2.05t
(.77)
.64*
(-.44)
.21***
(-1.56)

.27*
(-1.33)

(1.02)

(-10.28**)

(.77)

(.06)

(4.94)

2.69

9.66

1.28

0

11.52

106.40
7.39*
2
93

104.35
9.44**
2
93

102.09
11.70**
2
93

102.89
10.90***
1
93

82.34
31.45***
7
93

Note: Data are given as odds ratios, with coefficients in parenthesis.
t= p!< 10; *= p

s

05; **= ps 01;***= p!< 001.

Binary logistic regression compares NV couples to the
combination of BV and OSV groups to determine any characteristics that are related to no one volunteering vs. any volunteering whatsoever in the couple. Table 2 shows all four partial
models and the full model are statistically significant, indicating this constellation of covariates are indeed related to couple
volunteering group membership. Within each partial model,
at least one of the individual covariates is either statistically
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significant or trends toward significance. When combining
all covariates in the full model, these same variables continue
to contribute to the ability to predict NV couples. The lower
the husband's education, the older the wife, and the lower the
amount of the wife's perception of her own power in couple
decision-making, the more likely a couple will have neither
spouse volunteering. A lower joint marital satisfaction score
and at least one spouse not working have even greater influence in predicting that no one volunteers in a couple.
Table 3. Binary Logistic Regression Comparing BV Couples vs. NV
& OSV Couples
Variables

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Full
Model 5

Control Variables
Husband's education

1.90
(.64)

Husband's attitude
toward aging
Personalcharacteristics

1.37t
(.31)
.93
(-.07)
.47*
(-.76)

Wife's age
Husband's gender
ideology
Couple characteristics
Wife's decision-making
on time spent together
Combined marital
satisfaction
Life courseplacement
Both working
Constant
Hosmer Lemeshow
goodness of fit
-2 log likelihood
Model chi square
model df
N

2.86t
(1.05)
1.37t
(.32)
.94
(-.06)
.40**
(-.93)
.64
(-.45)
1.23
(.21)

.66
(-.41)
1.08
(.08)
1.24t
(.21)

1.13
(.12)
(4.02)

(-2.79**)

(6.17*)

(-1.07)

(-.69)

4.17

6.24

3.54

0

8.88

115.58
6.54*
2
93

113.37
8.75*
2
93

118.58
3.54
2
93

121.89
.23
1
93

103.77
18.35**
7
93

Note: Data are given as odds ratios, with coefficients in parenthesis.
t= p:5 10; *= p: 05; **= p:5 01;***= p! 001.

Binary logistic regression analysis comparing BV couples
to a combination of NV and OSV couples finds only two of
the four partial models--control variables and personal
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characteristics-statistically significant (see Table 3.) The full
model is statistically significant, with a husband's higher education and positive attitude towards aging trending toward
significance and a more traditional gender role ideology for
the husband significantly more likely to be present in couples
where both spouses volunteer.
Table 4. Multinomial Logistic Regression Comparing OSV Couples
vs. NV Couples and BV Couples
Compared to no
one volunteers
(NV)

Compared to both
volunteer (BV

.48
(-.74)
.94
(-.06)

2.06
(.72)
1.33
(.29)

1.12
(.12)
1.00
(.00)

.97
(-.28)
.40*
(-.93)

2.22
(.80)
.55*
(-.59)

.92
(-.08)
.85
(-.16)

.19*
(-1.68)

.49
(-.71)

Constant

(-1.9)

(4.98)

Hosmer Lemeshow
goodness of fit
-2 log likelihood
Model chi square
model df
N

4.17

Variables
Control Variables
Husband's education
Husband's attitude
toward aging
Personalcharacteristics
Wife's age
Husband's gender
ideology
Couple characteristics
Wife's decision-making
on time spent together
Combined marital
satisfaction
Life course placement
Both working

6.24
203.76
42.57***
14
93

Note: Data are given as odds ratios, with coefficients in parenthesis.
t= p: 10; *= p: 05; **= p

01;***= ps

001.

Multinomial logistic regression allows use of the whole
sample to compare OSV couples with NV and BV couples
separately yet simultaneously. Table 4 indicates the full model
is statistically significant at a high level suggesting the full
model does a good job of determining which factors influence
membership in each of the three groups. Of particular interest,
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the results indicate individual covariates that are statistically
significant in their ability to discriminate between NV couples
and OSV couples are not the same as the covariate which distinguishes OSV couples from BV couples. NV couples have
significantly lower joint marital satisfaction and are significantly more likely to have at least one spouse not working for
pay than OSV couples. On the other hand, husbands of OSV
couples are less likely to report traditional gender role ideologies than husbands in BV couples.
Discussion
This study makes a noteworthy contribution to the nascent
research on volunteering patterns of mid- and later-life
American couples. Primary results suggest there exist characteristics that can and do distinguish the three possible volunteer patterns of these couples and that life course and couple
decision-making theories are useful in exploring volunteering
among couples.
Each of the three groups of couples has a unique collection
of attributes. Compared to couples where at least one spouse
volunteers (OSV & BV), NV couples are more likely to report
lower, on average, joint marital satisfaction and are more likely
to have at least one spouse out of the labor force. These two
variables maintained their significance in all partial and full
models, indicating that even when controlling for other factors,
these are central indicators of couples with no volunteering.
In addition, the binary logistic regression finds that BV
couples also can be distinguished from the other two types
of couples (NV & OSV). Husbands in BV couples are over 2V2
times more likely to have a college degree and are also more
likely to report a positive attitude toward aging and display,
on average, the most traditional gender role ideologies over
all three groups of couples. Moreover, the multinomial analyses show it is possible to further differentiate BV couples from
couples where at least one spouse volunteers (OSV). The more
traditional the gender role ideology held by the husband, the
more likely for couples in which anyone volunteers to report
that both spouses volunteer. This is an intriguing finding.
Preliminary analyses which assessed the relationships amongst
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the independent variables found traditional gender role ideology for a husband was highly positively correlated with his
frequent religious service attendance. This finding may indicate that a husband's volunteering in a BV couple as well as
his religious behavior are both related to a traditional genderrole ideology. The husband may consider himself the head of
the family, with his involvement in a religious community and
volunteering as ways of fulfilling that role. This is in line with
other research that has shown men who are involved in religious organizations often provide leadership for the voluntary organizations in which other family members participate
(Wilcox & Bartkowski, 1999).
A spouse must negotiate a complex set of dynamics when
making decisions about how to spend time; these analyses
confirm that volunteer behavior is yet another issue regulated by these negotiations, suggesting couple decision-making
theory is an appropriate theoretical perspective to use when
investigating this topic. Particularly for mid- and later-life
couples, allocating time to volunteering may have complex
decision-making processes associated with it. Some couples
might relish the opportunity to spend time together, while
others might see volunteer work as a way to maintain a separate identity outside of the relationship; future research could
determine under what conditions each argument holds more
weight.
The importance of the configuration of working/not
working status in distinguishing NV couples from all other
couples and its non-importance in identifying the other two
groups signifies that volunteering patterns within a couple
are indeed a product of the spouses' linked lives. This makes
life course theory relevant to investigating older couples'
volunteering.
Another interesting finding is that caregiving has no influence on couple volunteering patterns. Some researchers have
considered the time spent in caregiving as synonymous with
the time spent in volunteering as both of these activities are altruistic and outside the time allocated to work and household
duties (Hook, 2004). This current analysis, as well as other
research on caregiving and volunteering of older Americans
(Burr, Choi, Mutchler, & Caro, 2005) however, suggests they
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are two distinct categories of time allocation and should be
analyzed separately.

Implications for Volunteer Recruitment
The results of these analyses can be extrapolated to provide
recruitment strategies for organizations that rely on mid- and
later life volunteers. First and foremost, this project reinforces
the fact that specifically targeting retirees as a group of potential
volunteers is an approach which might limit success. Indeed,
having at least one person out of the labor force was actually

indicative of couples where no one volunteers (NV couples)
and had no ability to predict membership in the couples where
any volunteering occurred. Lack of interest in intensive volunteering by retirees has also been remarked upon by other mid-

and later-life civic engagement leaders. Marc Freedman (2007)
found older Americans looking to make a mark in the not-forprofit sector in their second half of life are more interested in
paid employment rather than volunteering, and Phyllis Moen
proposes retired Americans are interested in "not so big jobs"
(Moen, 2007) rather than volunteer opportunities; crafting volunteer recruitment strategies focusing solely on retirees swims
against the wave of evidence that retirees do not plan to donate
their time to altruistic behaviors only.
Focusing on recruitment implications of the differences
between the couple volunteering patterns specifically, the
unique finding that the husband's traditional gender role ideology is significantly related to a couple's membership in the
BV group in all models that include it suggests it is worth exploring how to use this information for recruitment. Of course,
there is no suggestion of trying to change anyone's gender role
ideology; rather organizations can leverage this knowledge
to fashion the most effective recruitment tactics. One concrete
suggestion would be for organizations interested in volunteers
to start their recruiting efforts at places of worship. Many organizations already do this. For example, a food bank might
approach a church to have a group of parishioners donate time
as a group for sorting packages. Other organizations may wish
to consider this type of recruitment, as these current research
findings suggest many husbands who volunteer are often
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members of a religious community.
On the other extreme, these results also offer some clues
as to how to reach out to spouses who do not volunteer at all
in the NV couples. There seem to be many attributes unique
to the couple context that impact volunteering. The lower the
amount of the wife's perception of her own power in couple
decision-making, the more likely a couple will have neither
spouse volunteering. A lower joint marital satisfaction score
and at least one spouse not working have even greater influence
in predicting that no one volunteers in a couple. Organizations
could create a recruitment campaign by focusing on the positive benefits volunteers have on the community (Mellor et al.,
2009). If wives feel they have little decision-making power in
these couples, volunteering may provide an avenue to increase
their feelings of empowerment. Feeling they have the power to
affect positive change in the community may be a motivation
for these wives to volunteer.
The limitations of small sample size and the lack of ethnic
diversity are acknowledged. In the future, a larger, more diverse
sample should be used to determine if the measures which are
statistically significant or approach significance in this small
sample retain their significance with a larger sample. In addition, these data are incomplete because they fail to provide
information on whether or not the spouses in BV couples volunteer together or separately. A research project that would
logically grow from these findings would be to gather data on
whether spouses in couples where both of them volunteer do
so together or separately. The Kutner and Love AARP study
(2003) appears to be the only survey that even touches on the
linked lives of volunteers by gathering data on whether a respondent volunteers together with a family member. Even
though the respondent does not specify the family relationship
(spouse, parent, child, etc.), this is an important step forward
for research which seeks to capture the complexity of the volunteer experience.
At a time when there is a growing recognition that volunteering is merely one part of a complex cluster of individual
philanthropic decisions, such as the relationship between
one's volunteering and monetary donations (Apinunmahakul,
Barham, & Devlin, 2009), it is essential to acknowledge married
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couples' experiences of linked lives and to expand the investigation into charitable activities to include the intertwining
of spouses' volunteering behaviors. These results suggest that
investigating couples' and, more generally, family volunteering
patterns may be a fertile and important aspect of future volunteer research in the United States. Add to this information that
most American volunteers are married (Independent Sector,
2001a) and-as demonstrated by these results-it is possible
to determine the attributes that distinguish couple patterns of
volunteering, and one can begin to see the potential of this area
of volunteering research. As the Baby Boomers occupy the midlife life stage and beyond, researchers and policy makers alike
must continue to explore ways to encourage them to either
start or continue to engage in productive civic work. By more
fully understanding how spouses and other family members
jointly organize their volunteering activities, all of society can
reap the benefits.
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